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	1. Chapter 1

_A/N: As with a lot of stories, the inspiration for this one came from a photograph I came across, one that reminded me of Beckett. That photo is the cover art for this story and can also be seen on Twitter. This story is sixteen chapters long, set around the time of 3x13 "Knockdown," and all sixteen chapters have been written. I'll probably post them a day or two apart to give people time to read before moving the story on. Hope you'll join me for the ride. Liv_

* * *

><p><em>Fear of Rejection<em>

_Chapter 1_

When he burst in through the door, she was standing side-on, framed by the large picture window. Dry leaves, like curled hands, tumbled in behind him, scuttling across the wooden floor with a papery sound not unlike whispered gossip at a cocktail party. But the scene before him was worlds away from that.

With his breath held, Castle took in the swaddled bundle in her arms. His heart began to hammer when he spotted the swell of her postpartum belly beneath the drape of the blanket and the loose-fitting plaid shirt that hung from her shoulders. Her hair was shorter, her curls cropped to a long bob that broke on the collar of the red and black lumberjack shirt. A navy bouncer seat decorated with white elephants sat to one side of the unadorned window, a window that gave unobstructed views out over the green expanse of trees and the cool, clear lake beyond.

The leather soles of his shoes made a scraping sound where the varnish had worn off the boards near the door when he crossed the threshold to step inside, and she turned at the noise, alarm tightening the tired lines of her face.

"C…_Castle_?" she croaked, her voice so dry and rough from lack of use that she had to clear her throat just to utter his name. This rhetorical question managed to sound both surprised and guilty at the same time, because that he was here, in front of her, was empirically beyond doubt. Yet still she spoke his name with the tenor of an uncertain question.

He watched as she moved the bundle just a hair's breadth closer, cradling the baby just a fraction tighter against the fullness of her chest. Though he couldn't swear that he wasn't being paranoid, this tiny detail skewered him right in the gut. He wasn't the enemy here. He wasn't a threat.

Was he?

* * *

><p>He closed the door quietly behind him, and the light in the large room dimmed just a little. Kate stayed where she was, although she began to move from side-to-side, swaying with the tiny bundle in her arms as she started to hum.<p>

"How did you find me?" she eventually asked, breaking off the improvised lullaby to pose the question. Her body maintained its perpetual motion, keeping tempo like the pendulum-swing of a metronome.

Castle had remained just inside the door, a study of silence, taking the few moments before she yelled or ordered him to leave to inspect her surroundings. He used every second he believed he had left to absorb all the information he could about her temporary home before she threw him out, as he was certain she would. So her question caught him off guard.

He removed the dark baseball cap he was wearing and ruffled his flattened hair with his free hand. Then he dangled the ball cap from his fingers and glanced down at the floor. "Your dad," he admitted, nodding to himself, his lips a tight, determined line. "But don't be mad at him," he hastened to add, tearing his gaze away from the hard bill of his cap to glance up at her. "I made him tell me, Beckett. I made him," he repeated quietly, fleetingly meeting her eyes.

"_You—_" Kate's sharp intake of breath startled the baby, and he began to squeak as if building up to cry. "Shh, shh," she changed tack to whisper, soothing the infant with more rocking and a gentle bouncing motion so intuitive that it made Castle want to weep.

He watched her expertly calm her child, until the little scrap snuffled and sighed his way back to sleep. "Beckett, I had to see you. I need to talk to you. We can't just ignore what happened and—"

"Can't we?" Kate demanded, turning slightly towards him for the first time. She watched the baby, her gaze so soft and tender, ensuring the child was still sleeping, before she redirected her attention to her erstwhile partner. "I thought you were doing a pretty good job of ignoring everything. So what's changed?"

"You have a child…a…a _baby_," he stammered, sounding like an awestruck moron by stating the obvious.

"I have to admit, you've still got it, Sherlock." Her reply, loaded with sarcasm, stung. "It's good to see some things don't change."

Castle closed his eyes and rubbed his neck. "I'm sorry," he said, and the look on his face was so honestly heartbreaking that she caught herself right before she eviscerated him, mentally backing down. "I really am sorry, Kate."

And Oh God, her name on that man's lips. Still, the effect he had on her.

"We both made mistakes," she admitted, still somewhat grudging but digging deep to be as magnanimous as she could, given her deep sense of abandonment.

"Still, seems I've been the bigger jackass this time." He cleared his throat.

Kate emitted a wry chuckle that seemed to surprise even her. "I won't fight you on that," she agreed, offering him a twitch of her lips as reward.

* * *

><p>Out of nowhere, the baby began to fuss, and Kate danced on the spot once more. However, this time he wouldn't be placated by her gentle rocking motion or by the sound of his mother's ad libbed melody.<p>

Castle observed the scene, fingers itching to intervene, as his tough homicide detective partner gingerly lifted her newborn up onto her shoulder and turned to face him. "I have to feed him," she said, as if practiced in the art of new motherhood already: in the art of managing well-meaning visitors - the curious, the caring, the gift-bearing and the downright interfering – when time came for the unglamorous side of parenting to kick in.

Castle bit his lip at the implication that it might be time for him to go already. But he had too much to lose by giving in to her tough-girl stare. He had too much to lose by doing her bidding this time; by turning around and getting into his car and driving back to his comfortable, dull, lonely, city life. He was in too deep to give in to this subtle, yet firm, request she was making, as she rubbed her baby's back and stared him out.

"I'll…I'll just go sit over there. And wait," he said, lifting the hand that held his cap to indicate the armchair in the corner. "I'll be quiet. You won't even know I'm here."

Kate watched him warily. The biggest cause of all their problems for all the years they'd known one another was this – a failure to communicate. Specifically, it was a failure to say exactly what they meant or to ask for what they wanted. For the first time, Castle used Kate's failure to articulate her desire - that he leave, now - to his own advantage. He brazened it out. He took four steps and he sat down heavily in the faded plaid armchair, and then he laid his ball cap on his knee. The implication was clear: he was going nowhere until they talked and she would just have to deal with it.

"Fine," she huffed after several seconds of uncomfortable silence, her displeasure shot through the rigid line of her jaw and spine like rebar.

He expected her to leave the room, so he was surprised when she picked a burp cloth off a neat stack sitting in a pretty wicker basket on the kitchen counter, and then settled with her fussing baby on the two-seater sofa opposite. When she unbuttoned the front of her white Henley and unclipped her nursing bra to offer the hungry baby her breast, he felt his face grow hot and he didn't know where to look, something he would readily admit if asked.

The sounds of the baby suckling seemed to fill the entire ground floor of the cabin. That a three week old could guzzle so greedily, so noisily from his mother's breast filled Castle with wonder. Alexis had been bottle fed from day one to protect Meredith's "assets" and her career. Perhaps as a result, she had never been particularly enthusiastic when it came to feeds. So the lip-smacking sounds and the lusty, hungry grunts this tiny human emitted would have been comical were it not for the tension stretched tight as piano wire between his mom and the writer.

After a time, Castle felt himself relaxing and getting used to sitting opposite his partner while she performed this most beautiful, female and selfless of functions. He noticed her bare feet, toes painted emerald green, and her right leg, as it bounced along to the rhythm of the baby's breath sounds. Gradually he got braver. He raised his eyes from floor level to study the surface of the coffee table that sat between them. A pale blue pacifier lay, teat up, next to a cloth baby book and, bizarrely, a copy of the _NYPD's Forensic Biology Training Manual_. A mug of tea, with the bag still inside, that had undoubtedly gone cold, sat alongside the book, and this was where Castle saw his in – breastfeeding mothers got thirsty, they were tired, they struggled to do two things at once when the baby was latched on and falling asleep on the job, as Beckett junior now appeared to be.

"Can I make you a fresh cup of chamomile?" Castle asked, startling both of them with the sound of his deep voice in the stillness of the old cabin.

Kate took her time, gently prizing the baby's wet little mouth off one breast and then deftly switching sides to tease his pink cheek with the tip of her pinkie finger. The baby woke up and rooted around, missing her nipple a couple of times, before he hit his intended target and latched back on.

Castle, unaware he had lost all sense of propriety and was now opening staring, visibly jumped when Kate said, "Nothing you haven't seen before."

She sounded more amused than scolding, for which he was grateful. Nonetheless, he felt his face flame and he quickly lowered his eyes to the floor once more; the safest view in the entire room. But she appeared so peaceful and so beautiful, nursing her son in the warmth of a shaft of dusty, mid-morning light. He wanted to say something, to tell her how amazing she looked because he doubted anyone else saw her like he did. More than that, he hoped no one else ever did.

* * *

><p>She wasn't wrong when she said "Nothing you haven't seen before." Nine months earlier, after their ruse of a kiss in an alley to save the lives of Ryan and Esposito, they had finally given in to the sexual attraction that had swirled around them like a thick fog since the day they met. They closed the case, and then, without any preamble or discussion, they had ended up at Kate's apartment. They barely made it to the bedroom before she stripped off her clothes, climbed his naked body and he pushed his way inside her, trapping her arms high above her head as they scrabbled for bare flesh and panted for breath. Their desperate need for one another meant the entire act was over in a breathless, shuddering matter of minutes. As much as Castle had long-envisioned something slower, more tender, prolonged and loving, the excitement of possessing Kate Beckett, and being possessed by her, tipped him over the edge in record time, no matter how hard he had tried to slow things down.<p>

So, yes, he had seen her breasts before. In fact, he had sucked those very nipples hard enough to make her writhe beneath him on her own sheets while keening his name...right before he succumbed to the biggest attack of the guilts when morning came, and he slunk out of her apartment, half-dressed, at 5am.

He was on cloud nine for about the length of time it took for him to wash himself off her in bathroom afterwards, before he spent a restless few hours in her bed worrying about her doctor boyfriend and what this night would mean for every one of them going forward. He wasn't a cheater, and he wouldn't be party to a deception. If they were to have a future, Josh Davidson needed to be told at the earliest opportunity. Until that was done, he vowed to stay out of Kate's way, to give her space. If she wanted him, she'd come to him once she was free. Because as wonderful as that night had been, they had begun things on the wrong foot. After holding back for years, they had given in to a moment of weakness that he intended to help them correct.

So for the next few days he stayed away from the Twelfth. But as with so many gestures in their relationship, this too was misconstrued by Kate, who had awoken with a smile on her face only to roll over and find the bed next to her cold and empty. This emptiness felt, and easily read, like rejection. Coupled with the absence of her partner from the precinct and a distinct lack of coffee the following day and in the days after, she took two and two and she chopped it up to make five.

When Castle finally showed up at the end of that week, the sight that met him sent him into a tailspin that would only end a few days ago. Rounding the corner, he came across Kate and Josh Davidson talking quietly against a wall. He stopped to watch where he couldn't be seen, and the look on Josh's face when he leaned down to kiss her cheek and then tucked her hair behind her ear seemed to say it all. He turned around, dumped both coffee cups in the trash, and headed down three flights of stairs without ever looking back.

Until a couple of days ago, he had shut down the Kate Beckett part of his life completely. He had pulled up the draw bridge, ignored the few calls that came in, deleted the voicemails she left, forbade his mother and daughter from answering the door and then he burned the single letter she sent in his stainless steel sink with the cleansing flame of a jasmine scented candle of his mother's, all without even opening the envelope.

He was a jealous, weak, heart-broken ass. He had had a taste of nirvana, and instead of standing up and fighting for what he wanted, for the woman he was in love with, for the one person who meant more to him in this world than any other relationship ever had, he ran and he hid and he licked his wounds in private. But in taking care of himself, he had abandoned Kate. He had abandoned Kate and, it turned out, walked away from so much more.

* * *

><p><em>Note: I'm not usually a baby-fic person but that photo...ugh! As I said, this one's all written, so the next chapter will be up in a day or two. My thanks go to WRTRD once more for her chapter-by-chapter support for this one. <em>


	2. Chapter 2

_Fear of Rejection_

_Chapter 2_

_A Couple of Days Earlier_

"Alexis! Come on, I'm leaving for my meeting. If you want a ride, I need you down here now."

Martha covered her ears and shook her head. "Darling, do you have to yell?" she winced, drifting from the stove to the kitchen island to pour herself a large mug of black coffee.

"Hung over again, mother?" Castle tutted.

"Insomnia still a problem, Richard?" his mother rebutted, archly.

Sniping at one another had become something of a way of life recently, disrupting the harmony of their multi-generational home. The writer found his mother's niggles exhausting and objectionable, particularly when he'd taken her in as an act of kindness. He reached for his _Moleskine _notebook and the fountain pen that sat atop the counter and packed them away in the depths of his messenger bag along with a stack of photocopies he'd made at New York Public Library. The file contained important research material for his meeting at Black Pawn.

He ignored her dig this time, shrugging on his jacket at the same time as yelling, "Alexis, _now!_" while his mother visibly flinched away from the source of noise. "What makes you say that?" he asked at normal volume, when curiosity got the better of him.

"Oh, I don't know," his mother replied, airily. "Maybe it's the midnight trips out here to make tea or the frantic writing sessions at three in the morning that leave you looking exhausted and grouchy as—"

"_Alexis!_ Final warning," Castle bellowed. "I'm leaving without you if you're not down here in two."

Martha grinned smugly, despite her headache, and wafted a hand in her son's direction. "Need I say more?"

Castle turned a look of irritation on his mother. "Please don't. I've heard enough."

After a second or two of awkward silence, in which Castle fiddled with his necktie and his mother sipped her coffee, Martha risked stealing the last word. "You know, it's never too late to call her," she said, as gently as she could. Her expression had softened a little, but for some reason she wouldn't meet his eye.

Castle sighed. "Call who? I don't know what you're talking about. And now I'm going to be late for my pitch meeting for the pirate kings project."

Martha rolled her eyes. "_Pirates?_ Really, darling? How old are you? Stick with Nikki Heat and give up this swashbuckling, love on the high-seas nonsense."

"It's historical fiction, mother. There's a big market for it," he argued back.

Martha got straight to the heart of the matter with her astute rejoinder. "Not when your heart's not in it, there isn't."

Alexis appeared at the top of the stairs, finally easing Castle's misery and, as luck would have it, giving him an out from having to respond to the truth in his mother's words.

"Ready to go?" the teen asked brightly, as she bounded down the stairs with a heavy backpack on her shoulder.

"I was ready ten minutes ago," Castle muttered. "Say goodbye to Grams or we'll be late."

Alexis kissed Martha on the cheek and then followed her father to the door, commenting, "Someone got out of bed on the wrong side this morning."

"And someone can keep their opinions to themselves if they want a ride to school. Now, let's go," he said, ushering his tutting daughter out into the hallway.

* * *

><p>After parking in a Midtown garage, Castle walked the last two blocks to the offices of <em>Black Pawn Publishing<em>. He stopped in front of the building at a curbside newsstand to buy a pack of gum. The front page of the _Daily News_ caught his eye with its lurid headline and a picture of Colonel Qaddafi splashed across the cover. He resisted the urge to purchase a copy, grabbing a pack of spearmint _Extra_ and a bag of _Bazzini _peanuts instead, before hurrying in through the entranceway to the lobby just as light rain began to fall.

He chanted bits and pieces of his pitch presentation to himself as he ran to catch the elevator. Unlike days of yore, when he was lauded by his publisher as their biggest cash cow, he now had to sit and wait in reception while Gina took her own sweet time to assemble the team that were to meet with him to hear his pitch for a new type of novel; a complete departure from Nikki Heat. On some level he knew this punishment was payback for his own stubbornness. But that didn't make it any more palatable, and he was damned if he was going to take ownership of Gina's petty slight.

Paula arrived, and when he complained to his outspoken agent about being made to wait, she reminded him, none too subtly, that it was all his own fault. It was his own fault for ditching the publisher's most popular, and therefore most profitable character-based crime thriller series for "this crazy-assed pirate idea," as she insisted on calling his newest creation.

"Just take another pass at Nikki Heat, will ya'?" she urged, not for the first time. "You followed that Beckett chick around like a lovesick puppy for years, Ricky. You must have more cases for her and Rook tucked away in a notebook somewhere. _Please?_ You'd be making all our lives easier," she begged, pursing her red lips and flashing a quick glance in the direction of Gina's office.

Castle watched his ex-wife through the plate glass of her office wall as she berated some poor subordinate for what was most likely a minor infraction. "I'm done with Nikki," he muttered, darkly. "Don't ever mention her again," he added, picking up a rumpled copy of the _Daily News_ that lay folded on the coffee table in front of him to signal an end to their discussion.

"Don't say I didn't warn you, Ricky," Paula drawled. "You still owe her a book. She doesn't like this Captain Ahab thing, and you're screwed."

He heard her crack her gum as she sashayed away in a tight pencil skirt and ridiculous heels. Her jet-black hair was pulled back into a tight and unflattering ponytail, a kind of bizarre, non-surgical facelift. "_Captain Ahab's not a pirate!_" he called after her, quickly ducking his head to read the newspaper when the young receptionist stared in alarm at him over the top of her desk for this unexpected outburst amid _Black Pawn's_ temple of calm.

* * *

><p>Minutes ticked by and Castle lost himself in the gossip and scandal of the <em>New York Daily News<em>. He pored over the Metro section to pass the time, burying his simmering resentment at being kept waiting within the paper's inky pages. He was just about to move on when one particular headline caught his eye.

The headline read: _"NYPD's Top Cop Hangs Up Holster to Play Mommy."_ Beneath the attention-grabbing headline was a grainy photo of Kate Beckett taken on the steps of the Twelfth over a year ago.

Castle scrubbed a hand over his face and readjusted his position on the sofa, lurching forward to concentrate on the meat of the short puff piece. It went on for a few lines beneath the headline that had drawn him to the story, a headline that had initially grabbed his attention with a sense of some umbrage, since he immediately assumed they were referring to another NYPD officer as "Top Cop," and not to Kate. Old habits die hard and old loyalties died even harder if you're Richard Castle.

The story read:

_One of New York's Finest, and the inspiration for the fictional crime-fighting heroine, Nikki Heat, has given birth to a baby boy. The child, as yet unnamed, was actually born three weeks ago at New York's Downtown Hospital weighing in at a healthy 7lbs 4oz. NYPD's PR department managed to keep their top detective's hospital stay a secret, giving the new mom time to pack up and leave town before the news broke._

_Katherine Beckett, the youngest women to ever make detective in this city, is currently on maternity leave, with no clear indication how long she'll be off crime-fighting duty. _

_When contacted, her Captain, Roy Montgomery, said the department and her fellow cops wished her well in her role as new mommy and he requested that she be given privacy to spend time getting to know her son. When reached by phone, her representative refused to respond to persistent rumors swirling around the city that the baby's father is in fact her one-time partner and the creator of the Nikki Heat series, the novelist, Richard Castle. Watch this space folks and we'll keep you posted. In the meantime, we wish Detective Beckett and her baby well._

* * *

><p>Castle sat back, stunned. He clutched the grimy newspaper in his hands, staring at the smudged photo of Beckett while his mind swirled like dirty water down a drain. He tried to take a breath, but his heart lay heavy as a stone in his chest, squeezing the life out of his lungs. When he finally managed to suck in some air, he thought he might actually vomit. In a daze, he reached inside his jacket for the pack of spearmint <em>Extra<em> he had purchased downstairs, unwrapping a stick without seeing and stuffing the neon yellow gum into his watering mouth without even tasting. After a moment's pause, he shot to his feet, startling the receptionist. He was fumbling in his pocket for his cell phone when Gina finally swept out of her office to greet him.

He stared at his contacts list, ignoring the sound of Gina's heels getting closer and closer. He touched the screen, highlighting Beckett's contact details, something he hadn't done in months. He paused with his finger poised. His heart was pounding. For some reason he felt that he had only one chance to get this right. Whatever he did next could make a massive difference to his future. Massive. He desperately wanted to know the truth, but if he went in all guns blazing at Beckett, she was likely to shut him down. He knew that from past experience - like a wild animal, she didn't respond well when she was cornered.

So he took a deep breath, and he dialed with one hand while waving the pages of the _Daily News_ at his bewildered ex-wife with the other hand. "Did you know about this?" he demanded, breaking off and turning his back on her the instant the call connected.

"Mr. Beckett? Jim? Yes, hi. It's Rick Castle, sir."

He ignored the increasingly desperate threats Gina threw at him as he skidded back across the marble reception area to the elevator. "I'll be there in fifteen minutes," he promised into the phone. "Please, sir. You've got to believe me. This is the first I've heard."

These were the last words Gina overheard before the elevator doors closed.

* * *

><p><em>Thank you for the welcoming response to this story. Hope everyone's having a good weekend.<em>


	3. Chapter 3

_Fear of Rejection_

_Chapter 3_

Castle rushed straight over to Centre Street to meet Jim Beckett in a coffee shop on the corner of Foley Square. The silver-haired lawyer was on a lunch break from court, and Castle found him sitting alone at a table by the window nursing a cappuccino and the remains of a grilled cheese sandwich. The writer slid into the booth seat opposite and gently laid the rumpled copy of the _Daily News_ on the table in front of him.

Castle's gesture was performed with all the care and gravitas of an item being entered into evidence, a fact that wasn't lost on a legal man Jim Beckett. The lawyer watched as his daughter's former partner smoothed his hand over this personal lightening bolt of a story, and then tapped the tiny photo of Kate.

"First I hear I might have a son and it's in a rag like this?"

Anger, hurt and humiliation simmered through his words, though he fought hard to contain his emotions. His brain understood that Beckett's father wasn't at fault here, but his heart was hammering at having to challenge the man and his fingers left damp marks where he had touched the wrinkled newsprint.

Jim Beckett took his time wiping his mouth with a paper napkin and then he pushed his lunch aside. "Don't you think you might be speaking to the wrong person, son?"

Castle felt his eyes fill with tears, and he looked out through the window at the grass and trees beyond to give himself a minute. He breathed slowly through his nose, collecting himself before answering. "She chose Josh," he said quietly, his throat constricting around the heart surgeon's name. "So I did the right thing for once. I gave her the space she always wanted…stayed out of their way."

Jim sipped his coffee and then cleared his throat. "You want something?" he asked the writer, as a young waitress sailed close enough to their table to hail.

Castle shook his head, both dejected and distracted by his own misery, eventually managing to mutter, "No," for politeness sake.

Jim leaned in. "Son, I can see that you're upset, but—"

"_Upset?_" Castle repeated, raising his voice in incredulity. "Did you read this? Have you read this?" he demanded, shoving the newspaper across the marble tabletop at the lawyer.

Calmly, Jim laid a hand on the article, but he kept his eyes trained on his daughter's former partner. "I don't have to read it to know what it says. Their scumbag so-called journalists have been nosing around since before she went into labor."

At the thought of Kate in labor – his brain hadn't taken him that far down the track yet – he covered his mouth with his hand and swallowed hard. Jim Beckett watched as tears began to run down the writer's cheeks. The silence between them was a roaring hot mix of embarrassment and pity.

"We'll take a couple of black coffees over here," Jim nodded to the waitress, giving Castle a moment to compose himself.

"You didn't know any of this, I'm going to assume from the look on your face?" he quietly clarified with Castle.

The writer shook his head, untrusting of his ability to speak. He whipped out a handkerchief and quickly blew his nose.

"Must be a shock."

"You're telling me," Castle ground out. The words were steeped in sarcasm that he regretted that same instant. "What can you tell me?" he asked the older Beckett, forcing himself to calm down and meet the man's surprisingly kind eyes.

"I think it's better you discuss the ins and outs with her. I'll tell you that much," Jim replied, to Castle's immediate frustration. But he held his hand up before the writer could interrupt and added, "Suffice to say the doctor has been off the scene for months now."

* * *

><p>Castle thanked the waitress when a piping hot mug of strong coffee was placed in front of him. He cupped his hands around the warm porcelain, drawing comfort from the heat. Thoughtful silence had followed Jim's revelation about Josh. Castle felt confused by the information on one hand and then hopeful the next second. His mind was in turmoil. He couldn't hold on to one feeling for long before it got crowded out by something new.<p>

"And Kate…how is she?" he eventually asked, feeling his heart twist in his chest at even the use of her name, a name he had been trying to blot from his mind for months now. An act of utter futility, as it turned out.

Jim smiled a genuine, happy smile for the first time since Castle had sat down. "She's doing pretty good. Better than. Motherhood suits her," he added, watching Castle's face intently.

"Good," Castle murmured, clutching his warm mug like an anchor while forcing a smile that felt tight and unnatural. "That's…I'm happy for her," he added.

This grimace of a smile quickly flatlined with a snap like a rubber band as the reality of his situation flooded back in - that Kate sounded like some acquaintance he was asking after, that he knew nothing of her life over the previous months, which had included the momentous events of a pregnancy and birth while his back had been stubbornly turned. To get his head around that was nearly impossible.

He genuinely felt glad that Kate was happy, that was the truth. Even now he would have done anything for her. That was the price of the unbreakable, inexplicable bond he suffered with this woman. But not to be the cause of her happiness or even to be a part of her life in any way was unbearably hard to face up to, even by himself. That the reason she was happy was because of her baby was something Castle was unable to process at this point, so swathed was he in his own shroud of misery.

It was as if his brain had tricked him all those months ago, telling him, _'Hey, don't worry. You might have walked away, but her life is on pause. It's set in jello. You can come back any time you want and Kate Beckett will stay the same, just exactly as you left her.'_ Only nothing could be farther from the truth.

But the most depressing thing, when he examined his own life, was that his _had_ been on pause. His routines had narrowed, his social life had shrunk, he'd struggled to write at all. He was waiting for something, only he hadn't known what that something was, until now.

* * *

><p>Jim put his coffee mug down and focused his attention on the sad looking man across from him. "As I said, you need to go talk to her, son. Make things right. I don't know what went on between you and I don't want to know. But if you've felt alone these last months without her, and I'm guessing from your face that you have...just imagine how she felt. First time motherhood and all. No mother of her own to consult…no <em>partner<em> to support her," he added, pointedly. "It's been a difficult time."

And in a split second, with these few words, it was as if a switch had been flipped and a lightbulb came on. Suddenly Castle could see more than his own pity and pain. He could see beyond it. He leaned closer to Jim, his pulse quickening at the thought of some positive action he might be able to take to eradicate these feelings of uselessness. "You…you think she'll want to talk to me?" he asked, allowing just a hint of hope into his voice.

"I think she'll have no choice when you show up at that cabin with your cap in your hand," Jim replied, cryptically. His eyes danced with a kind of mischief that appeared to be speaking directly to the writer.

Castle absorbed this advice, nodding to himself, before he looked up and added, "Thanks for the coffee, Jim. I know you're busy, so I won't take up any more of your time."

He gathered up the newspaper and eased out of his seat, his mind already formulating a speech and a strategy for the way ahead.

"You'll be needing this, son," Jim Beckett said, sliding a small piece of paper across the table towards the writer.

Castle looked at the note, which had an upstate address written on it, and then he smiled for what felt like the first time in months. "Thanks…Grandpa," he tried out gingerly, giving the older man a wink.

Jim Beckett stood up to give Castle a hug, laughing as he did so. "Katie loves calling me that too," he admitted, clapping the writer on the back. "Gets a real kick out of watching me squirm. Even on the phone it's grandpa this, grandpa that…" he reported with obvious pride.

Castle offered Mr. Beckett a parting salute, adding, "Well, it sure looks good on you, Jim. It was great to see you," before turning to leave.

He was halfway out of the coffee shop before he slammed to a halt, then turned and came hurrying back to the table. "Sorry. I forgot to ask. Does the baby have a name?" He raised the folded newspaper and then let it drop to slap against his thigh, adding, "Article didn't say."

Jim nodded, grinning with pride once more. "She called him James, after me and her paternal grandfather. James Alexander," he added, watching Castle's face for a reaction.

The writer's eyebrows shot up. "_Alexander?_ Did…did she say why?"

Jim shook his head, an enigmatic smile on his lips. "Didn't say that I can recall. But I like it. It's…strong. And honest. Don't you think? Fitting…somehow."

Castle nodded, breaking into a smile of his own. "It's strong alright. Thanks again for this," he said, waving the note with the address written on it, before he turned to leave the café in a hurry.

* * *

><p>Castle slept little that night or the night after that. All the questions he had omitted to ask Jim Beckett returned to haunt him in the wee hours between midnight and dawn, when his restless tossing was at its worst. The baby had remained an abstract concept up until the moment he'd asked Kate's dad about the boy's name. So he hadn't thought to badger Jim for more details or to enquire whether the man had a photo of the infant on his phone, which he surely had. In lieu of fact, his imagination conjured up a mental picture, using the scant details cribbed from the <em>Daily News<em> article and his years of studying Kate Beckett, until he knew her face better than his own. But this composite fairytale baby only made him yearn for more truth and hard facts. His mind and body were exhausted by it all.

Since his mother and Alexis seemed oblivious to the newspaper article, he kept the previous couple of days' revelations to himself, turning in before ten with the excuse of needing an early start the next day.

In the half-light of dawn he rolled onto his side, reaching for the cool pillow next to him and crushing it to his chest. James Alexander? That was surely a sign. The tiny spark of hope that he'd been quietly nurturing inside since meeting Kate's dad the day before, fizzed to life. His racing thoughts made him too restless to sleep, so he dumped the pillow and got up, immediately heading for the shower.

Kate's unpredictability and their months of estrangement made him reach for an overnight bag from the floor of his closet once he was shaved and dressed. He stuffed it with a change of clothes, a sweater, underwear and socks, his shaving kit, phone charger and a toothbrush. As a last minute thought he went into his office and grabbed a tiny teddy bear of Alexis' called Albert. The plush bear had sat on the corner of Castle's desk for as long as he could remember. Looking at it now, as he carefully placed Albert inside his leather overnighter, he had the distinct feeling that this little bear was about to meet his destiny.

* * *

><p><em>Thank you for reading.<em>
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By the time Kate had finished feeding her son, Castle had the stovetop kettle whistling like an old steam train. Distractedly, he made two mugs of chamomile tea, keeping one eye on the scalding hot water and the other eye on the face of the tiny baby peering owlishly at him over his mom's shoulder while she burped him.

Castle's eyes grew wide and he laughed aloud in surprise when the baby released a loud belch of gas. The sound seemed to ricochet like a gunshot in the sleepy quiet of the cabin.

"Good boy," he found himself saying, congratulating the baby for his burping success.

He saw Kate turn slightly to look at him, the baby gingerly balanced against her shoulder. She even threw him a hint of a smile as she rolled her eyes. He'd missed this eye-rolling gesture of hers, despite the fun it usually poked in his direction. He'd missed it so much and yet he'd forgotten it until now. How time dulls the memory, even of those we love.

"Boys," he was sure he heard her mutter in amusement, tut-tutting as she turned back around, continuing to pat and rub firm circles on the baby's back.

In shock, or perhaps in pain, the baby began to cry. His face turned red as a beet and his lower lip quivered. Somehow a fist found its way into his glossy little mouth, and then he headbutted his mother with the ungainly wobble of his too-heavy head on his tiny neck.

At this point Kate stood up. She had the lemon-colored burp cloth draped over her shoulder and the baby braced against her chest. Her left hand was propped beneath her son's padded rear for support.

"Sometimes helps if I walk while I do this," she explained, pacing away across the open-plan living room-come-kitchen towards the far wall.

"You don't have to explain," Castle replied quietly, watching her for a second or two until he forced his focus back to their steeping mugs of tea.

"You must think I'm doing this all wrong," she surprised him by saying next. Kate Beckett wasn't prone to self-doubt, not that she ever let on, not in Castle's experience anyway. So this was new and kind of touching too.

Castle dropped the teaspoon he was holding and it clattered against a saucer, splashing tea on the counter and scaring all three of them. "Sorry," he mumbled, mopping up the spilled liquid while Kate soothed the startled baby.

In a certain light, Kate's statement could be viewed as encompassing far more than simply the maternal tasks of feeding and burping. It could be seen as a pretty open-ended invitation to comment on more of her recent life choices, were one brave or stupid enough to do so.

_'Doing all what wrong?'_ Castle wanted to ask, though he managed to refrain from uttering these words aloud. She might have admitted to a little uncertainty, but he could guarantee she wouldn't welcome being questioned on any perceived weakness, no matter how big an opening she'd just given him.

He carried the pair of mugs over to the coffee table and settled himself down on the sofa before he said anything more. Kate was over by the wooden staircase, so he raised his voice a little to make sure she could hear him. "I don't think you're doing anything wrong, Beckett. You're out here alone with a newborn…" he shrugged and took a sip of his tea. "Seems pretty—"

"_Stupid?_" Kate inserted for him, as she bounced on the spot with the baby hugged to her chest.

"I was actually going to say self-sufficient. And brave too," he added, magnanimously.

It had crossed his mind that as a first time mother it might not be the smartest thing to be out in the woods alone with a newborn. But this was Kate Beckett, and the one thing he knew she valued most of all was her independence. He'd rather chew off his own foot than attempt to criticize her for deciding to get out of the city right now, especially with a scrum of reporters on her tail.

The baby's head lolled to one side as he drifted off to sleep. Kate pressed a kiss just above her son's ear and smoothed her hand over the back of his head, brushing his dark, silky hair with her fingers. Castle felt a stab of jealous longing as he observed this mother-son bonding moment. He was still very much on the outside looking in right now, and on the outside was not at all where he wanted to be.

"I'm just going to put him down," she whispered.

"_Oh._ Of course." Castle's face fell and he heard himself, how bereft he sounded without even meaning to.

The cabin creaked and Kate stifled a smile. "Don't worry. He's not going far. I have a crib set up right here," she pointed out, carrying the baby over to an unseen travel cot that was stationed on the far side of the sofa.

He watched her wince as she bent forward to lay the baby on his back, and again it struck him how little he knew of the last nine months. He knew nothing of her morning sickness, her cravings, doctor appointments, all the scans he'd missed, the planning, the shopping, and most of all, Kate Beckett going into labor and giving birth to this wonderful little boy without him.

Was this wince of pain he'd just witnessed the result of a caesarean section or something else? Who was her birthing partner? Was there some dramatic story to her waters breaking, some mad, blue-lighted dash to the hospital he would only hear about as a threadbare anecdote repeated over time? He'd missed all of this, and the pain of that void in time would live with him until the end of his days. No matter how things turned out for them, it would be there every time he watched her smile into the eyes of her beloved son, knowing how late he'd come to the party.

So, yes, he was undoubtably on the outside looking in, and to a large extent he had put himself there. Because of one rush to judgment when he'd seen her with Josh and moreover - this fear of rejection that ran like a yellow brick road all the way back to his own childhood. Not fighting for Kate Beckett was possibly the worst decision he had ever made. And that she'd gone through a pregnancy alone, believing that he'd rejected her, was the unintended consequence from hell.

* * *

><p>The baby down, Kate settled on the sofa opposite. She cupped her mug of tea, inhaling the honey-sweet scent of chamomile, the most soothing of herbal teas. The silence, while not exactly awkward, felt strange. The two of them here alone together in this unfamiliar place – a family home that belonged to her and Jim – felt foreign. Castle had to struggle not to feel like more of an intruder as time went on and the rush of adrenalin and bravery that had driven him up here wore off.<p>

Kate sipped her tea and seemed to relax a little, settling back into the mound of cushions behind her with more rested weight than guarded stiffness.

"How was my dad?" she asked, surprising him with this opener. "Must have been an interesting conversation."

A slightly wicked smile hovered just above the rim of her mug before she hid it by taking another sip of tea.

Castle's eyebrows shot up. "More awkward than interesting. No man wants to watch another man cry. Certainly not over a grilled cheese sandwich in his one free hour between court sessions."

"Ah." Kate nodded in understanding. He saw the lines in her face deepen with the additional guilt generated by the scene Castle had just painted. The acute knowledge of his pain clearly troubled her.

"There was a newspaper article," Castle explained. He smoothed his hands down the thighs of his jeans, wiping off his clammy hands. He felt jumpy, nervous talking about this. He didn't want to upset her. His words seemed jumbled when they came out. "I was supposed to be attending a meeting at Black Pawn."

Her head shot up at the mention of his publisher, and she studied his face intently. His story was trickling out in bits and pieces, fractured. He was finding it difficult to grasp the thread and make any linear sense.

"Gina makes me wait these days. Some kind of power trip. Or punishment," he said, as he attempted to laugh it off, and failed. "I picked up a copy of the _Daily News _in reception. Seems word got out about…James," he said, quietly, using the baby's name for the first time. It felt strange, but somehow it fit the child too.

He was there to meet Kate's gaze when she darted her eyes over at him, as he suspected she would. She'd named her child alone, as far as he could tell. He daren't call the baby _their_ child. Not yet. Not until she confirmed it to be true. But they hadn't quite gotten that far in backtracking the timeline. Softly softly seemed to be working, he was still here, she hadn't thrown him out, so he'd take that as a win.

He saw the mist of guilt pass across her face, as all these thoughts slotted into place for her too. It was like watching a game of Connect Four; you could almost hear the click when the counter dropped. He had hundreds of questions for her, and he didn't quite know where to begin.

"His middle name is Alexander," she offered, never breaking eye contact. "James Alexander."

Castle nodded. "Your dad said. He didn't seem to understand…or well, maybe he did." He shrugged. "He's kind of hard to read, your old man," Castle chuckled, relieved when Kate joined in.

"Try being a teenager and having to go toe-to-toe with two lawyers every day. Let's just say family dinners involved _a lot_ of passionate arguments."

* * *

><p>They finished their tea while James slept nearby, enjoying silence as often as they spoke. When they did talk they kept to safe subjects, gossip and small talk of no real consequence. They were like polite strangers in a way, meeting for the first time after a long spell out of contact; as if someone had pressed the reset button on the entire history of their relationship, setting them back years. Their closeness and the familiar ease they had shared nine months ago were gone. Castle mourned that more than anything. If someone whispered in his ear that this woman had invited him into her bed, he'd have said they were a deranged fool. Making love to Kate Beckett seemed like nothing more than a wild fantasy right now.<p>

How could they have shared such intimacy when they could barely look one another in the eye? Still, maybe the opposite was true: they could barely look one another in the eye, having dared to share such intimacy. Maybe that was what this was: guilt and embarrassment. Whichever, he repeated to himself again: he was still here, and time was healing. He just had to hang on. Pushing Kate Beckett would get him less than nowhere.

Eventually, her cup drained, Kate eased up off the sofa. She straightened her shirt and rubbed the small of her back. They'd reached another juncture – a new process step in the flowchart of their lives. What happened next, the choices each made, could determine a helluva lot.

Driven by rising panic or sheer lunacy, Castle blurted the only thing he could think of. "I brought some stuff."

"Of course you did," Kate muttered calmly, feeling the strange stirrings of some old, familiar amusement. It was as if they were gradually dropping back into long-assigned roles without even thinking about it.

He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. "It's out in my car."

Kate smiled. "I'll be here," she promised, collecting their used mugs and carrying them to the kitchen area, before heading off for a quick bathroom break while the baby slept on.

"Just how long are you planning on staying?" she asked out of reflex when she looked up to see Castle practically stagger indoors under the weight of several bags.

"That's one of the things I need to talk to you about."

"Oh?"

"Yeah, no, it's not—" He shook his head and took a breath. "I'm not angling to move in or anything."

Kate released a nervous laugh. "Good to know."

"What I mean is…I haven't exactly told Alexis, or my mother for that matter, where I am or why I'm here."

"Where do they think you are?" Kate asked warily.

"On a writing retreat."

"A retreat? Like kaftans, green juice and dream catchers kind of retreat?"

"No," he answered scornfully, giving Kate the laugh that she badly wanted. "I'm researching a new book."

Her head shot up from the box of teabags in front of her. "A new Nikki Heat?"

Castle pursed his lips and shook his head, inwardly buoyed by her excitement. "I kind of had to bench Nikki after…"

Kate nodded. "Of course. How stupid of me."

"No. No, it's…"

"Rick, it's not _fine_. None of this is fine," she acknowledged aloud for the first time since he had surprised her by pitching up unannounced. Impulsively, she reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze.

He reacted with surprise, taking a moment to stare at her hand as if it was something alien before he was able to engulf her fingers in his own and gently squeeze back.

"How did Gina take the news?"

"About Nikki? Not good," he admitted with a wince. "I'm still under contract to produce another book, but it's been tough…focusing," he confessed, darting his eyes to her face and away again.

Kate attempted to lift the mood and to get them back on track, talking about something positive. "But you're working on something? This retreat…"

"Pirates," he said, surprising her into a snort of laughter.

"_Pirates?_ Like a children's book?"

"No. Adult fiction." He sounded defensive.

"Erotica?"

"No, Beckett!" He looked appalled.

"Then beyond kids' treasure stories and the whole swashbuckling, raping and pillaging thing…what is there?" she frowned adorably.

He sounded indignant when he replied, "History. Discovery. _Adventure._"

Kate stared at him blankly, unconvinced by his argument. "You're really done with Nikki and Rook?" she asked. She sounded doubtful and disappointed.

"I had to be. My muse wasn't around anymore."

Kate moved a little closer, and then she nudged him in the side with her elbow. "Maybe she can be here now? If…if you want, I mean. If you think there's still a story to tell?"

"You think pirates are dumb?" Castle said, sullenly. "My mother thinks I've lost my marbles."

"No, but I think maybe you chose them for the wrong reason and if your heart isn't in your writing, Castle…" She shrugged and turned to put their mugs in the sink, murmuring, "But what do I know."

* * *

><p>They gently let the subject drop for now, and Kate turned her attention to the bags of shopping Castle had plopped down on the kitchen counter while she was in the bathroom.<p>

"You brought me a _cabbage?_" she asked, as she lifted the volleyball-sized brassica out of the hessian bag and tossed it a couple of times from hand-to-hand.

"If you store it in the refrigerator, I heard the leaves are good for…for—" In embarrassment, he dragged his gaze up and away from her fuller-than-usual breasts and snatched the cabbage back. He stuffed it into the grocery bag with a mutter of, "Never mind."

"It was very thoughtful. Kind of weirdly sweet," she said through a wrinkled-nose smile, adding, "and since I don't have mastitis, we could always make slaw."

Kate went on prowling through the pile of goods on the counter. "You thought of…_everything_," she said, amused, as she held up a bottle of Scotch.

Castle reached for the whisky. "That's for me."

"And the can of Arabica coffee beans from Dean & Deluca?"

"I'll share if you're good. But you get a watered down cup. He's too young to develop a caffeine habit. Wait…you stopped drinking coffee when you…when you were pregnant, right?"

"What kind of mother do you think I am?" she asked with some indignation.

He held up both hands, a sign of peace. "The best. Beckett, I'm not questioning here."

Her eyes widened as she fiddled with the lid on the coffee can. "Kind of sounds like it."

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean…I don't _mean_ to doubt you. It's just…I've missed so much." He looked distraught and helpless, floundering. "How do we…how do we get to…_somewhere_?" He broke off with a deep frown and a defeated sigh to drop his head into his hands.

"We take things a day at a time. You're here now, Castle. He's only three weeks old. You haven't missed that much."

"I feel as if I've missed a lot of important stuff," he said, with his watering eyes trained on a cracked spot in the surface of the countertop.

The beans made a shushing noise similar to maracas as Kate put the can of coffee back down. She turned side-on, stepped in closer and tentatively lifted one hand to begin rubbing Castle's back. He stiffened at first, his head still hanging, but gradually he relaxed a little. Eventually, she stepped in closer still, dropping her chin on top of the fingers she curled around the ball of Castle's shoulder while she continued to rub his back with her other hand, wrapping him up in a half-hug. Seconds ticked by on the old grandfather clock in the corner, and finally Castle turned to face Kate, fiercely enveloping her in a proper hug. She sank her face into his neck and gripped on to him tightly, breathing in the smell of him, savoring every second they got to be in one another's arms again.

"I've missed you," he whispered into her hair, as he cupped the back of her head and stroked his fingers over the wavy, auburn strands. Her body felt softer in his arms, her curves fuller and more womanly than before. The feel of her was new and yet familiar at the same time. She aroused him like no woman ever had. He was glad to know that hadn't changed.

Kate clutched him tighter, her need for him sudden and equally primitive. "I missed you too. So much, Castle," she whispered, and he heard the clog of tears seize her throat.

As one, they drew back to look at one another, her hands on his shoulders and his hands cradling her face. Castle glanced at Kate's mouth and she wet her lips, but as she smiled and nodded her assent, the baby let out a piercing cry. They both drew back, laughing in surprise, before their foreheads fell together. Castle pulled away first. He kissed her cheek and squeezed her waist and said, "Go. Master Beckett is calling. This can wait."

It was the most hopeful he had felt in months.

* * *

><p><em>Thank you for reading. This is a slow burn. I know people have lots of questions they want answered and I love your enthusiasm. They've been apart a long time and they're taking the slowly, slowly, catchy Monkey route back to one another. I'm not rushing in to answer all the obvious questions up front. That's not how these two work. But we'll get there, with a little patience, don't worry.<em>

_I know fanfiction is a poor replacement for having our two favorite leads together on the show, but hopefully it can keep the dream alive and write a few wrongs for a little while longer. Chin up chaps, Liv_
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"Would you like to hold him?"

Kate asked this as she returned from the travel cot on the far side of the room with the baby in her arms. He was barely whimpering now.

In that instant, Castle felt his stomach drop and his heart rate soar. He was going to hold his son. He was almost certain of that now. He nodded vigorously through his nerves, moving closer and tentatively holding out his arms.

"Hey," Kate said, drawing his attention up to her face for a smile of encouragement. "You're the expert, remember?"

"I_ know_," he replied, trying to sound at least a little indignant, despite the fact his hands were shaking. Because he had done this before, and largely by himself at that. He'd learned to parent the hard way - on the job, alone - while Meredith hadn't really learned to parent at all. Alexis had turned out well, she was healthy, she didn't hate him. He could still do this.

"Good. So take the terrified look off your face. He doesn't bite," Kate teased, holding the baby out.

"Yet," Castle said, with a shaky laugh.

"There," Kate murmured, once the baby was safely transferred from her arms to her partner's. They exchanged goofy smiles, just as all new parents do in the beginning. She stroked the baby's head, and then she leaned down to kiss him on the cheek. "James, this is your daddy," she whispered, drawing her eyes up and away from the baby's serene face to meet the wide-eyed, breathless stare of her partner.

Castle swallowed hard. "He's really mine? You're sure?" he asked in a shaky voice.

Kate smiled and nodded through the fat tears that had gathered in her eyes, threatening to swamp her face. She nodded again as one rolled down her cheek, swiping it away with the back of her hand as she said, "One hundred percent sure." And then she looked down at the baby in adoration, adding, "Just look at him. He has your nose and your lovely, dark hair."

"Then thank God he has your eyes," Castle hiccupped a watery laugh.

They stood together in a tight clutch, this new little family, crowded in close, while Castle absorbed the weight and warmth of the baby in his arms. How feather light and yet terrifyingly solid a newborn could feel. He had almost forgotten this strange paradox of infancy in the years that had passed between his two children.

"I have a son," he said in an awe-filled whisper, leaning down to kiss the top of the baby's head, to nuzzle that new-baby smell of him. "I have a son."

Kate reached out to touch the baby's toes. She stroked the foot of his onesie. "I told him," she said. "The moment he was born and they handed him to me, I told him. I whispered in his ear. And every day since I would tell him who his daddy was. I'd whisper stories at night when he'd fall asleep on my chest after I fed him. You were here with us, Castle, even when you weren't."

Castle was supremely touched by this nugget she had just shared. Kate Beckett was not a big sharer. And he knew from his own experience that it could be hard to share your baby with anyone, even your partner, never mind with someone who appeared to have abandoned you and your child. He'd be forever grateful to her for setting their issues aside to put their baby first from the moment of his birth.

* * *

><p>Kate sniffed beside him and pushed her damp face into his bicep.<p>

Castle glanced down at her. Tender feelings swamped his chest. When he spoke it was aimed at the baby to prevent himself from losing it completely. "Mommy's pretending to give me a hug. But she's really just wiping her nose on my shirt. What do you think of that, James?" he asked, chuckling when Kate gave him a play punch in the arm. "Should we say _boo, mommy_?" he sang to the baby.

James opened his little pink mouth and arched his tongue, bobbing it a few times before he smiled a wet, gummy smile at Castle.

"Oh, God. You're already ganging up on me," Kate laughed, a watery sound, as she watched father and son stare deeply into one another's eyes.

She turned away to snatch a sheet of kitchen towel with which to properly blow her nose and dry her tears. Once she'd tossed the soggy tissue, she returned to Castle's side. With her chin in the dip of his trapezius, she watched the baby over her partner's shoulder. The infant looked up at both of them. Wide-eyed, he searched from one face to the other as if working on a puzzle; some genetic spot the difference perhaps. He watched them with such quiet wisdom and such seriousness that Castle couldn't help but observe, "Looks like he has your intellect too, thank God."

Kate laughed, and then she pressed a brief kiss to his shirt where her chin had been, before quietly moving away from him.

All this touching all of a sudden, after months of no contact, and active forgetting on Castle's part, while definitely welcome, made his skin feel raw. Every touch was like a razor cut, reminding him of all the moments he'd missed. He was on the verge of saying so, of voicing his pain, when the baby gurgled and he looked down into a smiling face so bright and new, and yet so strangely familiar, that he forgot his troubles in an instant.

* * *

><p>"How about you two boys go bond over on the sofa while I make us a sandwich?" Kate suggested. "I don't know about you, but I'm starving. Breastfeeding might not be a workout but it definitely takes calories."<p>

Castle opened his mouth to protest that she should sit and he would make lunch, but Kate was already shaking her head. "Rick, I said sit. I can manage lunch," she insisted, kindly.

"How did you even know what I was going to say?" he laughed.

"This is us, remember?"

His face grew cloudy and serious, but he nodded. Of course he remembered. He remembered almost everything about her; she was his life's work. Trying to blank her from his mind and banish her from his life had only made her memory come roaring back in all the louder. He'd find her in the strangest places: in spots around the city where they'd been, and in plenty of places they hadn't. He saw her likeness in trees and clouds. He glimpsed countless women from the back or the side, in window reflections, in crowds, in taxis, even in his dreams, who gave him heart-stopping pause, only to be followed by a crushing disappointment when the vision vanished and real life showed its face.

So, yes, he remembered the old "us," such as it was back then - the trusty side-kick and his muse, fighting crime and finishing sentences as if they had the power to read one another's mind.

"Besides, it was written all over your face," Kate added, bravely trying to lighten the moment. "Martha raised you well. Chivalrous to a fault."

Chivalrous? '_Yeah, until I left your bed at five o'clock in the morning without so much as a goodbye kiss',_ he thought bitterly.

"How _is_ Martha?" Kate asked, as Castle walked away across the living room to sit down with his son. The baby had drifted off to sleep, and Castle cradled him close to his chest. He'd almost reached the sofa when he heard Kate say, "When I ran into her about three months ago she said she was casting for a new play. Has it opened yet?"

Castle froze on the spot and then he slowly pivoted back to face Kate. "You—" He frowned and took a breath. "Did you just say that you _ran_ into my _mother_?" he asked, cocking his head to one side in anxious anticipation of her response.

Kate looked up from spreading mayo on sliced bread. "Yes. Did she not tell you? I had a doctor appointment in Midtown. Martha was coming out the stage door of that old theater on 43rd Street. I was so huge by then, I nearly ran right into her. She really didn't say?" Kate frowned.

"No. And I would have remembered. Believe me." His voice had turned hard and brittle.

Kate eyed him with alarm. "I…I didn't tell her _not_ to tell you, if that's what you're thinking?"

"No?"

"_No!_ I would never do that," she insisted.

"Why did I find out I had a son from reading about it in a rag? And by chance too?"

Kate sighed. She sounded exhausted or maybe heartsick. "Castle, I tried to get in contact with you. But you wouldn't take my calls."

"You could have tried harder." He knew he was being unfair, but he couldn't stop himself.

"That's not fair. I tried for weeks. You wouldn't take my calls, you never answered the door when I came to the loft, and when I sent you that letter with the sonogram inside—" Kate broke off to catch her breath. "I never heard anything back, so I just figured—"

"Wait! You sent me a _sonogram?_"

She nodded. "Yes. The first one. I mailed it right after I left my doctor's office."

The baby stretched, pressing his tiny feet into the crook of Castle's arm with surprising force as if to assert his presence, as if to say, _'Yes, a sonogram that's now me, you fool.'_

Castle thought back to the letter he had burned in his kitchen sink without even opening, Kate's familiar handwriting on the front of the envelope giving the sender away. "That wasn't a 'Dear John' letter?" he asked hoarsely. His nausea had returned.

Kate frowned. "Dear John? _No!_ It was the only way I could think to tell you that you were going to be a father again, since every thing else I'd tried had failed. When I heard nothing from you, I assumed you wanted nothing to do with us."

Bile burned the back of his throat and his knees felt weak. "Kate, I thought you were with Josh. I knew nothing about your pregnancy. Not until I read that piece in the _Daily News_ three days ago."

Kate visibly paled and her voice sounded flattened when she spoke. "Your mother put her hand on my stomach. I let her feel the baby move."

"Did she know the child was mine?"

Kate shrugged and nodded. Her face was ashen and her eyes were filled with tears. "She was nice to me…polite. I just assumed you all knew."

"And you thought I'd turned my back on you?"

With her lip drawn between her teeth, Kate nodded.

Castle checked on his sleeping son. Carefully, so as not to wake him, he placed the baby back in his crib, covering his legs and tummy with a soft, white blanket. James sighed loudly and then all of his limbs went slack.

In mere strides Castle was back by Kate's side. With his arm around her shoulder, he eased the knife from her clenched grasp and then he guided her away from the kitchen to sit down at the small dining table in the breakfast nook. "Had I known, I would have been by your side every step of the way. Kate, you have to believe that," he said, taking her hand and giving it an affirming squeeze.

"So what happened? One minute we were in bed together and then I woke up alone. It's been that way ever since. I thought we had something real, Castle. And then I thought maybe you just needed to get it out of your system and that you'd changed your mind. In the end I told myself I'd imagined everything." She sounded wretched.

Castle closed his eyes. How did they both get this so wrong? "Oh, Kate. You have no idea," he said, bending forward to kiss her knuckles. "Look, you sit there. Okay? Let me make you some food and we can talk. James is good for now, right? But you need to rest."

She nodded, clearly exhausted if she was agreeing to his help. Castle rose from the table to return to the kitchen, but Kate caught his hand before he could go. The expression on her face was devastating. It was a look of utter grief.

He simply nodded and stroked her fingers. "You're not in this alone anymore. It's going to be fine. I promise," he said firmly, squeezing her hand and then letting go.

* * *

><p><em>Thank you for your company on this journey. As I said, slow burn on this one as bits and pieces of the story are revealed. I hope you can suspend your disbelief for now. All of your questions will be answered in time. Liv<em>
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They ate lunch in silence.

It was a peaceful silence, restful even, and it allowed them to quietly decompress. They used this private time to mull things over, do battle with their inner demons without having to talk much. Talking was something they'd both fallen out of the habit of lately, since they each spent so much time by themselves - Kate with her newborn and Castle alone in his office, at the library, or in a bar.

The simple meal of chicken salad sandwiches and a shared bowl of potato chips, washed down with two large glasses of milk, tasted as good as the finest restaurant fare, they were both so hungry.

Kate had had to force down the first couple of cardboard-like mouthfuls. But after Castle moved to sit next to her and dropped a comforting hand to her knee, she relaxed enough to enjoy her lunch.

"Should I make coffee?" she asked when all the food was gone. There was something of a glint in her eye.

"You've really not had any since you found out you were pregnant?" Castle checked. He found himself roaming her face every time he looked at her, soaking her in as if his brain wanted to backup the memory, as if his subconscious mind believed she could be ripped from him again at any moment. The sensation was disconcerting. It left him on edge, jittery with a feeling of approaching doom.

Kate was nodding as she reached out to touch his arm. "Hey. You okay? You seem…" She trailed off into a frown without getting anymore specific. He seemed distant was the truth, preoccupied. But then who could blame him.

"I'll be fine. This is all kind of…" He shook his head from side-to-side, utterly bewildered. The power of speech seemed to have deserted him today.

"Overwhelming?" Kate suggested. She received a nod of agreement immediately. At least they agreed on that.

"Yeah, a little. You too?"

"It's different for me. The baby isn't a surprise anymore…_obviously_. But seeing you again…" She gripped his arm a little tighter and Castle flipped it over to catch her fingers in his own. Their palms kissed and their fingers tangled. Touching felt electric, forbidden.

"Seeing you is—" She tilted her head slightly and then smiled an embarrassed smile. Her cheeks took on a rosy glow. "Sorry, I'm not making much sense. I guess I'm more exhausted than I thought."

"I'll bet." Castle could easily sympathize, having kind of been there himself back in the day. Minus the breastfeeding part, obviously. The sleeplessness, the weight of responsibility, the fumbling newness of it all. This tiny human stranger who now relied on you for everything from food to smiles and shelter to protection. It was as exhausting as it was thrilling.

"I'm just really glad you're here. Finding out that you knew nothing about the baby is heartbreaking on one level. But a bigger part of me is actually relieved that I had it all wrong. That you didn't see that sonogram and decide to walk away. I can let go of a lot of anger now."

Castle withdrew his hand and leaned in. "Can I be honest?"

"Please." Her face was utterly open, as open as he had ever seen it.

"I'm kind of struggling to understand how you could believe I'd give up on a child, Kate. You've always known me as a father...seen me with Alexis. You know that's the most important part of my life."

Kate looked him right in the eye. "And how could _you_ think I'd give up on us?" she countered. "Is that any more believable? We were _partners_. Always. Now we're like the worst kind of rom-com. All road blocks and miscommunication. Even your _mother_ got in on the act," she pointed out, and Castle felt his anger at Martha bubble up inside him. But he would deal with that later.

* * *

><p>Silence fell again. An uneasy kind of truce. Neither of them were up to pushing things so far that the mood turned sour with resentment. They were both trying hard to count their blessings, searching for silver linings amongst the wreckage. Today was about forging a way back and a way ahead too. Working in increments like this seemed to make sense after so many months apart. Tiny skirmishes were better than an all out battle for control or a rush to post blame for sure. They were both at fault, that much was clear and getting clearer by the hour.<p>

Castle stroked her knuckles and then he started to rise from the table, knees cracking like popcorn kernels. "Let me make the coffee. I'll water it down so you sleep tonight and the little guy isn't up all hours with the jitters. Okay? Just a taste."

Kate continued to talk while Castle cleared the lunch dishes and set about grinding coffee beans. "I'm not sure how long I want to keep breastfeeding. I guess at least until this goes," she said, patting her barely rounded stomach with the flat of her hand. "Plus I feel so close to him when I do…it's our special bonding time. He gained five ounces last week," she told him proudly.

"You look great, Kate," Castle reassured her. He got a surprise amount of pleasure from making her smile again, as she did right then at this tiny, tiny compliment he'd made. Being kind to her felt like the easy swing of an old gate that'd just been oiled; it did his heart good. "Motherhood really suits you. Even your dad said so."

"He's been great," Kate admitted. "Really stepped up to help. Even when I was being stubborn and cranky."

"_You,_ stubborn?" Castle joked, earning himself a self-deprecating laugh from Kate. Her eyes, they dazzled him. Even indoors with little light, they sparkled when she looked right at him.

Kate noticed Castle watching her, but pretended she didn't. "He came to my apartment and built stuff for me. Put up the crib and the change station. He helped decorate my bedroom after Lanie and Jenny got too drunk to finish it."

Castle laughed in surprise. "They got _drunk?_ Oh, I sense a good story. Do tell."

Kate leaned her elbows on the table and rested her chin on her hands. She smiled a secret smile to herself. "I had a _very_ small baby shower. They kind of forced me into it. Lanie decided home made margaritas would be fun while they painted the "nursery," aka my bedroom. My dad came over the next day and fixed the mess they made. Let's just say margarita mix and a steady hand don't exactly go together."

Guilt was seeping into all the places in Castle's heart that he had shut down. Kate could clearly read it in his face. Each story from their time apart another cut, another wound. "Look, we don't have to talk about this stuff if it's too painful. You know, I understand…or at least, I understand some of it," she admitted.

She watched as her partner stood up straighter, his posture becoming more defensive, muscles more taut.

"What don't you understand?"

She took a deep breath, her hands clasped on the tabletop. "What happened to you? What happened to _us_, Rick? How did we lose one another? _Us_ of all people?" she beseeched him.

He'd never heard her speak so fiercely about their relationship before, and it took him aback: her intensity and her anger. He found himself floundering for the right words. He trod a safe path in the end, shouldering most of the blame for now. He had no stomach left for a fight.

"I'm not sure. I think, for my part, I took a wrong turn and that led to more wrong turns and before I knew it you were on one side of the wall and I had been buried alive."

Kate began to shake her head. "No. No, not good enough. I need to know all of it. You owe me that much. Plain English this time. Please?" she pleaded.

* * *

><p>That was how Castle found himself lying on Kate's dad's sofa with her warm body curled up next to his, her head resting on his chest as he combed his fingers through her hair. The baby slept nearby in the travel crib and their coffee cooled on the table, largely untouched.<p>

"When I woke up next to you early that morning…Kate, it felt wonderful. But it also felt _wrong_…what we had done."

She stirred. "You mean because of Josh?"

"Yes. I wanted you to be free to choose me. Cheating is my absolute non-negotiable. So I got up and I left, expecting you to come and find me once you'd broken things off with Dr. Motorcycle Boy. I gave you a couple of days and…" he shrugged, "then I couldn't stay away any longer."

Kate sounded surprised to hear this. "What? You came to the precinct?"

He nodded. "That Friday…I showed up with your coffee only to find you and the good doctor getting rather cozy in the hallway."

Her body stiffened against his. "I didn't see you."

"No one did. When he kissed you, I knew you'd made your choice. I dumped the coffee and left, and I never came back. When you finally called, I assumed it was to tell me you thought sleeping together was a mistake. I know you value our partnership, Kate, but I couldn't bear for you to ask me to keep working with you after that. And I knew that if you asked, I'd be powerless to say no. So I went straight for the full amputation. Lose the limb to save the soul."

"Can I say something now?" Kate sounded irritated.

"Does it start with how big an idiot I am?"

"I'll skip that part as a given," she said, leaning up on her elbows so that she could see his face. "I only ever wanted you, Castle. After that night, I had no idea I was pregnant, obviously. But I knew I wanted us to be more than just partners. When I woke up and you weren't there, I thought you'd had second thoughts."

Castle cupped the side of her face in his hand. He wore a terrible frown. "How could you think that?" he asked, stroking her cheek with his thumb.

"How could you think I wanted to stay with Josh?" she countered, angrily. "How was that even possible? After how we were with one another? How amazing that night was? We were perfect together."

Castle closed his eyes against the memory. "I saw him kiss you—"

"On the _cheek_," Kate reminded him, forcefully.

"He tucked your hair behind your ear. You looked like lovers. Not two people calling it off."

"How many cases have we worked, hmm, where the narrative looked one way at first glance only to turn out totally different? Castle, you _believed_ what you saw…what you _thought_ you saw, over what was in here?" she pointed out, laying her hand over his heart.

"Prove me wrong."

She paused, thinking for a second, and then took a deep breath. "He showed up out of the blue that day to tell me he was leaving. Some rush mission to Mexico. Doctor's Without Borders were needed in Acapulco to deal with mudslides after hurricane Manuel. I couldn't break up with him then. He barely paused for breath. What you saw was a platonic parting. We both knew things were coming to an end."

"But he left having no idea we were together?"

Kate's eyebrows shot up. "Turned out we weren't though, didn't it?"

Castle made a sound of annoyance in the back of his throat. "What happened when he got back?"

"I came home late from work one night. This was about six weeks later. I was exhausted. I hadn't been sleeping well and I thought I might be coming down with stomach flu. When I visited Lanie in the morgue that day, I had to leave the room to throw up. I've never had to do that before. She came by the precinct on her way home...dropped a package off at my desk."

"Knowing Lanie, lemme guess?"

Kate nodded. "I took the test that night…didn't even have to wait for the blue line to show up, it was practically blinking at me like a neon sign. I was still sitting on the bathroom floor with the box on the counter when Josh let himself in…as a surprise." She rolled her eyes.

"But he was the one who got the surprise?" Castle said dryly.

"Could say that. He flat out asked if it was his, like he already suspected something. When I shook my head he just grabbed his jacket and left. I found his keys lying on the hall table next morning when I was leaving for work."

"And…were you already certain the baby was mine?"

She nodded. "Josh and I hadn't exactly been…" She cleared her throat and glanced at the ceiling. "Let's just say the timing fit and…"

"What?" Castle asked, lazily rubbing her back.

"I know I was never maternal before, but people are right when they say you just know. I had a DNA test done to be sure…for your sake not mine," she hastened to add.

Castle frowned. "DNA? _How?_"

"That spare toothbrush you kept in my locker? Lanie ran it for me as a favor after James was born. Kept it quiet, no paper trail."

"You _kept_ that old toothbrush?"

"Castle, I never gave up on us. Despite how it might look. I knew that once you met your son, you'd want a relationship with him, if not with me. But first, I came up here to heal. And I wanted to spend time learning to be a mother without the pressure of people watching all the time, seeing me make mistakes."

She seemed shy and a little embarrassed as she confessed this. Insecurity and weakness weren't a normal part of her make-up. Trying to be good at everything, even parenting, fit right in with her Type A personality. So it figured that she'd want to master motherhood like a pro before taking James out into the big wide world.

"Kate, five minutes in your company and anyone can see you're a natural. James is so lucky to have you for a mother."

Kate bit her lip. She tugged on the front of his shirt, fiddling with one of the buttons. She had something to say but some reluctance held her back. "What about you?" she eventually asked. "Do you think we can get past this? At least be friends?"

Castle's face clouded. "I don't want us doing anything just for the baby's sake. I tried that with Meredith and it ended up making everyone miserable."

Kate took a risk of the don't-ask-don't-get variety. There was no bigger risk than this one. "If there was no baby..." she said.

Castle closed his eyes and held his breath.

Kate jumped back in, her confidence growing. "If there was no baby, I'd still want you," she promised.

Castle struggled up to a sitting position, jostling them both. He blinked hard, disbelieving his own ears. "_You—_ Are you saying you want us to be a _family_?" His heart beat erratically and his mouth was dry.

Kate nodded and wiped the tears from her eyes. "Damn hormones," she sniffed. "Yes, I want us to be a family. But only if you want it too?"

* * *

><p><em>Thank you for reading. Please remember that most of this story is written from Castle's POV. So if there's darkness or negativity cast in his direction, it's because those are his perceptions of himself in this situation.<em>
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Getting ready for bed that night was a production. James seemed to sense a change in the air, and this bubble of excitement radiating off the two adults had unsettled him.

Earlier in the evening, Castle had thrown together a quick pasta dish for dinner, with a mix of carbs and fresh veggies designed to keep Kate's strength up. He prepped and cooked while she breastfed the baby in a rocker nearby. They listened to music supplied by NRP on a paint-splattered radio of her dad's. WNHP was a local classical music station Kate had discovered and warmed to since being up here alone with James. The baby had a thing for Brahms' Cradle Song already, as well as a vocal, almost fearful dislike for Berlioz' "Dream of a Witches' Sabbath." He cried ferociously the couple of times it had come on.

The baby's terror at this piece of music had made Kate sad and wistful. She had imagined Castle's commentary on the subject, how he'd weigh in with some humorous or profound explanation to lighten things, while she gave the baby comfort. She often found herself drifting off into a daydream where she imagined what Castle might say in all sorts of situations. Despite not being present at the baby's birth, he had in fact coached her through her hours of labor just by the sound of his voice in her head. Their connection was like some psychic umbilicus, at least on her end. She wondered if he thought of her as often as she thought of him, and she came to the conclusion that there was no way he wouldn't. That was the belief that kept her going. They would come together again at some point. The universe would make sure of it.

* * *

><p>While they mostly ate in silence again, this meal was accompanied by a fair number of furtive glances, shy, tentative smiles, and the odd brush of one bare foot over another; which was entirely new for them. Entirely. They had slept together once after a passionate kiss in the dark. That was the extent of their intimate relations. So this, for them, was dating day zero. Only with a child between them to complicate things a little.<p>

Still, the dark spectre cast by the mistakes they had both made in the wake of that first night together was still never far from mind. It raised angry questions and internalized _'how-could-yous'_ that both largely succeeded in keeping inside. Since they had suffered to a similar degree, as a result of their pattern of poor communication, it was hard to find one party who was more to blame. In essence, they decided that their missteps cancelled one another out. In the grand scheme of life, what were a few months spent apart, if a future could be hewn from the rocky times they'd just stumbled through? Granted those were crucial months they would never get back. But that lost time seemed as nothing when they sat side-by-side in the cabin's comfortable living room, staring at their sleeping newborn as if not a day of separation had gone by.

They left the big question of 'family' and the form that might take alone for now. That they were both committed to their child was beyond question. Castle had assured Kate of that when she had asked, when she had plainly said, _'If there was no baby, I'd still want you.'_ His heart had sung out. But it had been less than a day. One happy, amazing day after ten months of angry nothing. So any talk of detail or logistics or romantic commitments were best left to one side for now. On this they both agreed, even if their bodies appeared to be speaking an entirely different language.

* * *

><p>"It's getting late," Kate finally said, stretching to ease the kinks in her back.<p>

She turned to look at Castle. His face was half-hidden in shadow. He wore a frown when she caught him unawares, one he forced into an approximation of a smile that was meant to lift any burden she might still be feeling over her part in his personal loss.

He stretched his own large frame back into shape and stood, gathering teacups and a plate of uneaten cookies and headed for the small, open-plan kitchen. "I'll just rinse these and then I'll…"

He trailed off into uncertainty, running water into the sink to drown out his sudden loss of words. He wanted longer with her, no matter how badly his heart yearned for all the months he had missed. He wanted to get to know his son, to make up for lost time, since the universe possessed no reset button that would simply erase the last ten months of lonely misery. But he found he could ask for neither. He'd pushed his luck as far as he was willing already today.

Kate saved him from having to. She read him like a book despite the fog of new mother exhaustion and the paucity of light in the old cabin. She moved slowly, weighed down by endless days bearing the burden of first time motherhood to a precious, longed-for child by herself. When she reached Castle's side she turned off the faucet, took the dishtowel off his shoulder, removed the sponge from his hand, and set them both aside.

"Castle, it's late…it's dark outside."

He turned to face her, their bodies barely inches apart. She grasped his wrists, her thumbs seeking out the soft warmth hidden beneath his cuffs. She fingered the smooth skin with its ropey tendons and glossy veins. She felt his strength and drew from it. "I want you to stay. Will you please stay?" she asked, with hope in her eyes.

He reeled her in close, widened his stance to wrap her body inside his. He kissed her hair and rubbed her aching back. "I'll stay," he whispered, his heartache easing with relief as they held one another tighter and then tighter still.

* * *

><p>After a quick top 'n' tail, with his newborn bathtub set up in the kitchen sink, Castle carried the sleepy baby upstairs. The writer had a smile as wide as the Mississippi on his face. He hadn't been up there yet. Kate had gone on ahead to use the bathroom after helping him to dry and change their slippery, squirming infant. She left Castle to wrangle the little man into his pajamas, grateful to have a few quiet moments to herself for the first time in three whole weeks.<p>

Now he stood at the entrance to the master bedroom with James braced over his shoulder, slowly taking in the unfamiliar surroundings. The uneven beams and the warped wooden floor had a rustic beauty about them. The country florals with their cozy, old-fashioned charm felt welcoming. He could see why Kate thought hiding out here was a safe and comforting option. And maybe she felt closer to her mother in this house, with all of its happy family memories, than she might have in the city. That would explain a lot, he thought to himself.

After this moment of quiet observation, he pushed the door all the way open and shifted his son from one shoulder to the other before entering.

His son. _His son._ These were words he would never tire of saying to himself or to anyone else who had the patience to listen. He grinned as the baby stirred, flailing aimlessly at his chest with an uncoordinated fist. He kissed the boy's warm head and whispered silly nonsense in his ear. He smelled his downy hair and held him even closer, marvelling at the deep, fierce love he felt for this child that he'd first laid eyes on mere hours ago. His beautiful baby boy.

And then his cell phone rang and his blissful bubble popped.

The baby startled at the sudden noise and began to whimper. Castle quickly carried him to the bed and carefully laid him down in the middle of the comforter while he frantically fished for his phone in the rear pocket of his jeans. He kicked off his shoes and sat down on the bed next to the baby as he blindly swiped at the screen. He answered reflexively, without checking to see who was calling, merely hoping to silence the intrusive sound of his ringtone as quickly as possible.

By now James' whimper was building into a full on jerky cry, and Castle placed a calming hand on the baby's belly to soothe and comfort him while he greeted the unknown caller with a distracted, "_Hello?_"

There was a pause, a weighty silence on the other end of the line, and Castle was on the verge of hanging up thinking it a ghost call, when he heard the distinctive sound of his daughter's voice saying, "_Daddy?_"

His heart leapt into his throat. Was it possible for it to miss a beat? "Hey, Pumpkin," he replied. He tried to sound breezy and normal, all while wracking his brain for how to play this.

In the end, Alexis played it for him…with a dead bat. "Is that a baby crying? Where are you?"

How to explain? How to explain, _'I'm with your new little brother, whose sexy mommy has just exited the bathroom wearing a tank top and the tiniest pair of cotton shorts I've ever seen,'_ without sounding like a total perv or a concussion case who'd just taken a hard knock to the head?

But this was Alexis - his beloved first born - so he went with the truth, and damn the consequences. He smiled moronically wide to help bleach the anxiety from his voice. _'Eyes and teeth'_, as his mother would doubtless trill. Damn his meddling mother.

He took a deep breath and plunged right in. "_So,_ you're not going to believe this," he said, shrugging at Kate, who stood at the foot of the bed rubbing scented lotion into her bare arms, and doing all sorts of distracting things to Castle's brain in the process.

"Try me," Alexis replied, with her suspicious, parental voice on.

He tried to smile again. His facial muscles spasmed. When he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror, he looked like he'd suffered a sudden onset of Bell's palsy. "_Well_…I…I'm Upstate," he answered brightly, despite his stammer. Far too brightly for how drained he felt. Or how nervous.

He could hear the frown in his daughter's voice. "Upstate where? I thought you were at that writer's retreat on Long Island?"

Castle winced. "Not exactly."

"Dad, why is there a baby crying like _right_ down the phone?" Alexis persisted, her patience for this softly-softly game wearing thin.

Kate sat down beside Castle, close enough that their thighs were touching, and then she ran her hand all the way down the middle of his bowed spine. "I can take him out…give you a moment," she whispered, as Castle scrubbed a hand over his face, panicked and playing for time.

The baby kicked furiously in the middle of the bed, almost as if he knew they were talking about him.

"Dad? Dad is that _Detective Beckett_?" they both heard his daughter ask.

Their eyes widened and snapped together like magnets. Their twin expressions were comically guilt-ridden, as if the girl had caught them red-handed in some felony crime.

Castle squeezed Kate's knee and shook his head before clearing his throat. "Uh, yes, Alexis. I'm with Beck—Uh, Kate. At her dad's cabin," he tacked on for no good reason.

"Why?"

He could hear bafflement mixed with criticism in his daughter's voice, and that was before he got to the main feature.

"Kate's staying up here at the moment. I came to visit."

"But why? I thought you two were over," they heard the girl say. "Isn't she with that surgeon guy? Gram said they were having a baby together."

Castle froze. His stomach turned. So not only did his mother know that Kate was pregnant, but his daughter did too? How was any of this possible?

Kate pressed her lips to his shoulder, smoothed a cool hand over the nape of his neck, and then she crawled behind him onto the bed to give him a little space. She lifted baby James off his back and into her arms, settling with the fussing infant against a deep pile of pillows.

Feeling utterly betrayed by this news, Castle stood. Too restless to remain on one spot, he began to pace the creaky bedroom floor.

"You _knew_ Kate was pregnant?" he asked, his larynx tight, voice hoarse as a whisper.

"Gram said not to say anything in case it upset you," Alexis offered in her own defense.

"How could you keep that from me?"

The baby started to settle down when Kate began to feed him. She watched in worry as Castle struggled to deal with the pain of this betrayal. She could see it on his face. She saw him fight to hold his emotions in check when all he wanted to do was lash out at a world that had conspired to keep him from the birth of his child. Never mind the world, this was his own family.

"What good would telling you have done?" Alexis asked, sounding alarmed and defensive at the blame coming her way. "You were already wallowing. You don't sleep at night…dad, she _chose_ someone else. What are you even doing there? Is that her baby I could hear crying?"

Castle had had enough. He let it all go in one great splurge, favoring the bald truth over sugar-coating this time. "No, Alexis, that's _our_ baby you heard crying. _Our _baby. Your little brother, in fact, whose birth I missed because you and your grandmother got too good at keeping secrets and interfering in other peoples' lives."

Kate covered her mouth with her free hand, watching stony-faced as Castle dropped his cell phone on the bed and walked out of the room.

The phone landed screen up and Kate could see that the line was still connected. She reached for the device and gingerly held it to her ear, listening. "Alexis?" she asked tentatively. "Alexis, it's Kate. Are you there?"

A small, shocked voice offered some kind of affirmative reply. "Is my dad okay?" she asked timidly. "What happened? Did he go somewhere?"

"He's fine. He just went into the bathroom to cool off," Kate assured her, keeping her voice as calm as possible for both Alexis and the baby's sake.

Kate heard the shower running. Whether to cover his screams or to relax his nerves or simply wash off the day's grime, she had no clue. James drew a noisy, grunting breath while he popped off her nipple and then latched back on to continue suckling lustily at her breast. She realized that Alexis must have heard these baby sound effects from the loaded pause on the line, and so she waited for the girl to come to her with questions.

"Are you still with that doctor?" she asked, sounding hurt on her father's behalf if that was the case.

"No. We broke up a long time ago."

"Is the baby his?"

"No."

"So…the baby's really my…my _dad's_?"

Kate let out a sigh of relief. "Yes. Yes, you have a little brother," she explained, trying not to cry as she said aloud words she'd often rehearsed but feared she'd never get a chance to say.

This information was greeted with more silence, until Kate said, "Alexis, are you still there?"

"I'm here," said a small voice.

"Do you have any questions? I know this is a lot to take in? A shock. But you can ask me anything," she promised.

"What's his name?"

"I called him James Alexander after my dad and—"

"My dad," Alexis cut in.

Kate smiled. "That's right."

"Detective Beckett?"

"Please, Alexis, it's Kate."

"Kate then…do you love my dad?"

Kate closed her eyes, thus missing Castle's exit from the bathroom. "I love your dad very much," she admitted wholeheartedly, only opening her eyes when she heard the floorboard nearest the bed creak under her partner's weight.

They locked eyes, gazing at one another above the dusky head of their baby boy. Castle immediately leaned down to kiss her full on the lips, and as he did so he heard Alexis say, "He's in love with you too."

"I know," Kate admitted hoarsely after they drew apart, nodding around the lump in her throat as Castle stroked her hair and pressed another fierce kiss to her temple.

The writer rounded the bed to sit down beside her while Kate juggled the needs of both his children like a pro. "I can't wait for you to meet your baby brother…when you're ready," Kate added, trying not to push too hard.

Castle was still dressed and his hair was dry. The shower had simply been a means to cover the sound of his frustration. That sad fact tugged at something deep inside Kate. She'd make sure he knew he had no need to hide anything from her from now on. Could they all have tried harder before, made different choices. Of course, but they'd never know how life would have played out. Where they'd reached tonight was looking pretty hopeful.

"What does he look like?" Alexis asked, much to her dad's relief.

"Why don't I text you a photo? It's getting late and he's falling asleep while I feed him or we could FaceTime."

"Maybe tomorrow?" Alexis asked hopefully, generating a weak smile from her father.

"Sure thing," Kate assured her. "Look, your dad is back. Maybe you'd like to say goodnight? And Alexis, I'm sorry you had to find out like this…about the baby, I mean. We're all just coming to terms with the situation. No one's really to blame."

"Thanks, Kate. For treating me like an adult. Take care of my dad and my baby brother for me. Good night."

* * *

><p><em>Thank you for reading and for your lovely messages. I'm still reeling from the news about the show. I hope this story's helping you like it's helping me.<em>


End file.
